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“In triguingly  (pun?), some of the 
most rig id  au thoritarians, the most 
b itte r opponents of Mr. Duane were 
Communists. Roughly speaking, w ithin 
the  d istrict, English Communists 
tended to oppose Mr. Duane, while 
foreign Com munists (by which I do 
not m ean Russian or Chinese; I never 
saw a Russian or Chinese in Islington) 
warm ly supported  him . But those 
Com munists who opposed him  d id  so 
in  a m uch m ore organised way than  
any o th er of his opponents bar the 
L.C.C.”
T h ere  is no question of citing dates 
or places here, just a blanket accusa­
tion which Leila B ergs needs seem 
to dem and.
R isinghill school was closed. Educa­
tion  suffered, the com m unity suffered, 
W. M. D uane suffered and the child­
ren suffered, b u t w hat could have been 
a needed indictm ent and a handbook 
to prevent its recurrence is m arred 
by au thorial intrusion. Unlike Jo n a­
th an  Kozol's Death at an Early Age 
(an objective yet hum an  analysis of 
i he segregated schools in Boston) Mrs. 
Berg's book fails because he r polemics 
dom inate the  analysis.
G ra n t  M cG reg o r .
THE MAKING OF THE 
ENGLISH WORKING 
CLASSES, by E. P. Thompson. 
Penguin, 958pp., $3.05.
T H E  PER IO D  between 1780 and 1832 
seemed to have been saturated  w ith 
studies some years before the first 
publication  of Thom pson's book in 
1963. So m uch takes place that it is 
reasonable to see this epoch as more 
influential th an  any o ther in the shap­
ing of m odern English history: the 
Industria l Revolution, the  French 
wars, Rom anticism , the  French Revo­
lution, U tilitarianism , the  organisation 
of an independent America and the 
years leading up  to the  Reform  Bill.
M arx, Toynbee, the  W ebbs, the  H am ­
m onds, Dr. Dorothy George, Clapham , 
Bryant, Hobsbawm, Rogers, Ashton, 
Hayek and m any m ore have been 
fatally a ttracted  and in  m any cases 
equally fatally betrayed.
Being a period in  which the m odern 
class struggle was becoming clearly 
defined — the rise of the working 
classes, the  consolidation of m iddle 
class power — it is especially open to 
biassed in terpreta tion . On one hand, 
the early historians who were also 
social reformers, T horo ld  Rogers, 
Toynbee and the Ham m onds for in ­
stance, allowed their sym pathy for the 
oppressed elem ents of the working 
classes to d istort their historical p e r­
spective. On the o ther hand , there arc 
historians like Professor Ashton whose 
m ore recent works read  suspiciously 
like special pleading, who suggest that 
a certain  am ount of oppression is inev­
itab le  and justifiable and who go out 
of th e ir way to defend the virtues of 
m idd le  class capitalism . Somewhere 
off on  a lim b of his own is A rthur 
Bryant. His three books on the  years 
betw een 1792 and 1822 are im pression­
istic, occasionally b rillian t works, with 
a distinct propagandist intention . P a t­
riotism , gentlem anship, sterling British 
soldiery, beef and Jo h n  Bull; he does 
no t evade the problem  of working class 
suffering b u t he m inimises it. His belief 
in  B ritish character, which in  some 
ways is rem iniscent of T hom as Arnold, 
leads him  in to  suggesting th a t the 
legacy of the past has been well fu l­
filled in  th e  fu ture, th a t everything 
tu rn ed  ou t for the best.
T h is is no t Thom pson's view, and 
while asking for complete objectivity 
from a h istorian  is asking too m uch, 
it is necessary to p o in t ou t the lim ita ­
tion  of his bias. T h ere  is a slight bu t 
persistent undertone  of anger. T h e  
w orking classes, Thom pson m aintains 
rightly , have been betrayed. In  deal­
ing w ith the  early history of Radicalism 
he is necessarily dealing w ith oppres­
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sion, persecution, political sabotage, 
exploitation, deprivation, and w ith the 
progress of a large pa rt of the p o p u la ­
tion whose political talents and aspira­
tions were never allowed to fulfil their 
potential.
Establishm ent repressive measures 
were the equivalent of m odern  to ta li­
tarian  oppression: em otionalism  seems 
inevitable in surveying them . F o rtu n ­
ately the laws were always harsher 
than  the way they were applied, as 
Thom pson points out. T h e  trad itional 
civil righ t to be tried by ju ry  often 
m eant acquittal when twelve good 
m en and true preferred this course 
to the ludicrous extrem ity of sending 
a m inor pam phleteer to the  gallows. 
And the trials also offered the  k ind 
of direct confrontation w ith the  Es­
tablishm ent th a t working class politics 
a t this tim e required. B ut T hom pson’s 
bias is evident when he is dealing 
w ith the agents of betrayal.
“Unless he  had the knowledge of 
hum anity  of Dickens or Mayhew, the 
m iddle class m an saw in  every open 
palm  the evidence of idleness and de­
ceit.”
Not quite  true, one m ust say — 
or m isleadingly pu t. Suggesting that 
any m an had Dickens’ knowledge of 
hum anity  is som ething of a rhetorical 
trick. Not all Victorians were willing 
to fill open palms b u t m any were, in 
thq name of a qu ite  sincere h u m an i­
tarian  paternalism .
T w o great new influences were 
m ik in g  themselves felt a t this time, 
M ethodism and U tilitarianism . M eth­
odism, with its au th o rita rian  God and 
its belief that true  v irtue  is rewarded 
in the afterlife, w ith its anti-revolu- 
tionary social doctrine, undoubtedly  
siphoned off a huge am ount of political 
energy and T hom pson is qu ite  right 
in  exposing the  reactionary and algo- 
lagniac neuroses of m any of its fol­
lowers. But his attack on "apologists'' 
and  "fair-m inded secularists trying to
make allowances for a m ovem ent which 
they cannot understand” is pu re  pole­
mic. In com pensating for the usual 
fairy-tale a ttitu d e  to Wesley’s work 
he  has moved so far th e  o ther way 
th a t he  is unab le  to get back. T h at 
Methodism achieved a series of des­
perately needed social reform s a t a 
tim e when reform  seemed most im pos­
sible escapes h im . Wesley’s concern was 
w ith “the common people” and the 
difficulty is th a t T hom pson resents this 
concern because it d id  no t take the 
form that he him self w ould have liked. 
After the one-sidedness of Thom pson's 
treatm ent it is ironical to reflect on 
the  perfectly logical un ion  th a t devel­
oped between secular socialism and 
non-conform ist C hristianity , which is 
represented today by Donald Soper and 
which was effected because bo th  move­
m ents found their social aims were 
held  in  common.
A sim ilar difficulty arises w ith his 
treatm ent of U tilitarianism , especially 
of Chadwick. As soon as he starts dis­
cussing him  he slips in to  the use of 
emotionally loaded prose. Chadwick’s 
English, he says, "m ay one day be as 
q uain t as the  thum bscrew  and the 
stocks”. He talks of "Chadw ick’s in ­
sane Instructional C irculars”, of his 
attem pted  reform s as “perhaps the 
most sustained a ttem pt to  impose an 
ideological dogma, in  defiance of the 
evidence of hu m an  need, in  English 
history”. T h is is all very well, bu t it 
suggests th a t G. M. Young’s wry o p in ­
ion is no t only wrong, b u t blind.
“Born in  1800, in  a Lancashire tarm- 
house where the children  were washed 
all over, every day, the m ainspring of 
Chadwick's career seems to have been 
a desire to wash the people of E ng­
land all over, every day, by adm inis­
trative order. In  practical capacity 
Chadwick was the greatest, in the 
character of his m ind, in  the m achine­
like sim plicity of his ideas and the 
inexhaustible fertility  of his applica­
tions, the m ost typical of the B en tha­
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mites . . . He found England stinking. 
If he did no t leave it sweet, the fault 
was certainly not his.”
(G. M. Young: Victorian England)
These two views arc no t incom pa­
tible. Young is hum orous about C had­
wick's often rcpellant, theoretical, bu t 
highly organised m ind, where T h o m p ­
son secs it as an  inhum ane obsession. 
W hat T hom pson does no t say is that 
Chadwick and his associates alleviated 
the sufferings of a vast num ber of men 
and women a t a p o in t of tim e when it 
seemed unlikely th a t anyone was going 
to do anything. It was U tilitarian  
th ink ing  and  practice th a t set up  ad ­
m inistra tion  a t the level of competence 
a t whicli reform  becomes possible, the 
services, the comm ittees and the in ­
valuable Blue Books th a t were the 
first indication  to a m ajor p a rt of the 
n ineteen th  ccntury  population  of the 
tru e  n a tu re  of industria l conditions. 
T h a t this organisation v irtually  ensur­
ed middle-class dom ination  for the 
rem ainder of the century is something 
th a t apparen tly  concerns Thom pson 
m ore th an  the very real achievements. 
Both M ethodism  and U tilitarianism  arc 
historical alternatives which m ight be 
called the  lesser of two possible virtues. 
T h a t they were relatively unsatisfac­
tory alternatives leads Thom pson into 
proclaim ing th a t they were no good at 
all, and this is just no t true.
B ut even T hom pson’s lim itations 
arc healthy. T h e  M ethodist-U tilitarian 
m yth badly needs p unctu ring  and his 
work at least places the  issue in an 
atm osphere of debate. W hen we come 
to consider his successes, criticism of 
even his m ost severe lim itations be ­
comes alm ost petty . Simply as a piece 
of docum entation his work is astonish­
ing. He has let the working classcs 
speak for themselves and his use of 
previously unplum bed  sources like the 
m inutes of the  corresponding Societies 
has rescued from an unjustified  ob li­
vion m en like Thelw all, Gerrald, Gale 
Jones, Thom as H ardy, R ichard  Carlile,
M aurice M argarot, Binns, Place, and 
m any more.
Because Thom pson never forgets the 
dynamics of class relationships, the de­
m ands of social, political, economic and 
trad itional ties, his book has a still 
greater relevance. No class exists in  a 
vacuum  although the work of some 
historians would suggest th a t they 
sometimes do. T hom pson’s exam ina­
tion  of the  working classes is a  study 
of a period seen from one contem por­
ary social position b u t handled  with 
such fair judgem ent and w ith such 
painstaking care th a t it becomes a 
study of an entire  age. Going further, 
it can be said th a t any study of the 
n ineteen th  century, in  politics, lite ra ­
tu re, philosophy or social history, which 
pretends to any d ep th  a t  all, m ust 
m ake use of this book. I t  is no t so 
m uch useful as invaluable. I t  is es­
sential in  placing the  Rom antics, spe­
cifically W ordsworth and Blake, in 
their political contexts. His treatm ent 
of Paine seems to me to be the  best 
work done on the subjcct, and his 
work on  C obbett, B urdett and Owen 
is nearly as good. I t  is not ju st an 
exam ination of Radicalism  b u t of a 
whole complex of political and intellec­
tual traditions, of Deism, free-thought, 
Shelleyan intellectualism , trade-union 
ism and  ‘Chiliasm ’, of “sober, constitu­
tionally  m inded tradesm en and a r ti­
sans’’, and of the entrenched techni­
ques of m iddle class dom ination and 
oppression which have persisted right 
th rough  in to  our own day.
W hat will probably stand as one of 
his finest successes is contained in  the 
chapter on ’E xplo itation’ where he sur­
veys all the m ajor work th a t has been 
done on the  period. Inform ed, cool, 
fair, he  reveals his own and o thers’ 
prejudices.
" I t  is because alternative and irrecon­
cilable views of h N tn a n  order — one 
based on m utuality , the o ther on com­
petition  — confronted each o ther b e ­
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tween 1815 and 1850 th a t th e  historian  
today still feels the  need to take sides.”
W hat is refreshing is th a t T h o m p ­
son is honest enough to adm it it, and 
one m ust say th a t it is wiser to err his 
way th an  to go the  other. B ut as I 
have said, his lim itations pale beside 
the quality  of his successes. I t  is a 
m agnificent book, organised in a logical 
and lucid way which is rem arkable in 
a book of such size. T h e  Penguin b lurb  
describes it as "probably  the  greatest 
and most imaginative post-war work of 
English social history.” In  this case, 
there  is no reason to dem ur.
H . W . B r o w n in g
THE FIRST CIRCLE, by 
A. Solzhenitsyn. Collins and 
Harvill, 582pp, $5.35.
T H E  BRONZE STATUES of Stalin 
were m elted down. He was daubed 
ou t of paintings, chipped ou t of mos­
aics, and picked ou t of tapestries fol­
lowing the revelation of the  ‘person­
ality cult’ a t th e  20th Congress of 
the  Com m unist Party  of the Soviet 
U nion in 1956.
B ut despite the  bew ildering d en u n ­
ciations and removals of th e  outw ard 
trappings of the ‘Stalin e ra’, a full 
analysis of the  phenom enon of mass 
repressions taking place in  a socialist 
country was no t really entered  upon. 
T h e  result was th a t the  thaw  was not 
complete, and the  clim ate rem ained 
such th a t despite im provem ents, icy 
winds could still re tu rn  to chill some 
area of Soviet society.
L iterature was one such area, and 
Solzhenitsyn’s book T h e  First Circle — 
itself an a ttem pt to reveal and analyse 
some of the problem s of Soviet society 
during  the Stalin period — is one of the 
m any works rem aining unpublished 
in  the USSR. (Such expressions as 
‘Stalin e ra’ are inadequate  to describe 
the period, b u t are used here for con­
venience.)
The First Circle in troduces us to 
one of the extraordinary  institu tions of 
Stalinist repression. I t  is a prison de 
luxe — a w alled and  w ired m ansion at 
Mavrino, near Moscow, where political 
prisoners w ith  scientific or technical 
qualifications work on special research 
projects on special orders from  ‘T he 
Boss’. At M avrino the  soup is thick 
and meaty, th e  blankets are woolly and 
the prison heated . B ut the  memory 
of the frozen camps, the  hunger, the 
unbearably h a rd  labor and  the  physical 
bru tality  is strong. T h e  th rea t of 
re tu rn ing  is ever-present.
But this is not the  m ain  po in t. I t  is 
the deprivation  of h u m an  dignity, the 
inhum an relationships betw een people, 
and between prisoners and  their work, 
which freeze the  soul m ore th an  the 
Siberian frost. A lthough the  action 
described in  the  book spans only three  
days, the reader is in troduced to a wide 
range of characters. For the  most p a rt, 
the prisoners owe their scientific and 
technical qualifications to Soviet power, 
and they serve their country and 
people well. T h e ir  sentences have been 
incurred because of foolish outspoken­
ness, indiscretion, mistakes, or for no 
reason a t all. W ith  an  insight th a t 
seems rem arkably au thentic , Solzhenit­
syn reveals their a ttitudes to the  soc­
iety which has used them  in  this tragic 
way.
Most tragic of all are the  prisoners 
who m ain tain  an aloof a ttitu d e  because 
they believe Soviet society to be com­
pletely healthy. T raito rs, saboteurs, 
slanderers and enemies of the people 
deserve w hat they got, b u t a m istake 
has been m ade in  th e ir own cases.
Barbed wire, brick walls, and e lab­
orate security m easures cannot insulate 
Mavrino from  the society ‘outside’. T h e  
whole apparatus of investigation, p ro ­
secution, punishm ent, and forced labor 
pervades society th rough  links visible 
and invisible. One is rem inded  of the  
words of Dostoyevsky in  his Notes from  
a Dead House, based on  ten  years in
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